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Latin America's total foreign debt grew by 4% between 1992 and year-end 1993, according to a new
report released in June by the UN's Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(ECLAC). Nevertheless, interest payments as a percentage of exports decreased noticeably in most
countries last year, reflecting a substantial alleviation of the debt burden compared with the 1980's.
Last year, the total regional debt increased by US$19 billion, growing from US$468 billion in 1992 to
US$487 billion.
Mexico accounted for the lion's share of the new debt, since that country contracted US$11 billion
in loans from bilateral and multilateral sources, equal to 58% of all new credit received in the region
last year. In addition to Mexico, five other countries reported above average growth in their foreign
debt last year. Of the five, Peru's debt climbed the most in 1993, by 5.6%, followed by Chile with
a 5.2% jump in its debt, Argentina with a 4.6% increase, Costa Rica with 4.4%, and Ecuador with
4.2%. Only four countries reported a reduction in their total debt. El Salvador's debt declined 14%,
Trinidad and Tobago 12%, Guatemala 4%, and Panama 1%. In those countries, a jump in direct
foreign investment, plus investments in time deposits and stocks, offset the pressure to contract
loans last year, according to ECLAC.
Notwithstanding the increase in the amount owed by the region, however, the burden of debt
servicing apparently eased last year, continuing a trend begun in the late 1980's. Interest payments
as a percentage of regional export income declined from 19.2% in 1992 to 17.6% in 1993. In contrast,
in 1983 interest payments on the debt equaled 39% of the region's export income. Nevertheless,
ECLAC warns that whenever the ratio climbs above 10% in a country or region, it constitutes an
excessive burden. "The present ratio is still cause for concern, since all the countries in the region
are above the 10% ceiling, with the exception of just five: Costa Rica, Chile, Guatemala, Haiti, and
Paraguay," read the ECLAC report. In fact, the ratio is still substantially above the regional average
in six countries. In Nicaragua, had the government met its debt obligations, interest payments would
have represented 116% of export income. In Peru it equaled 25%, in Bolivia 23%, in Brazil 20%, and
in Argentina and Honduras 22%.
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